Effect of nutrition and endoparasitic treatment on growth, onset of puberty and reproductive activity in Menz ewe lambs.
Ewe lambs of the Ethiopian Menz breed were assigned at weaning (90+/-3 days) to four levels of nutrition (poor, low, medium and high) to achieve different premating growth rates with or without treatment for endoparasites. A concentrate mixture providing 2.5 Mcal/kg dry matter (DM) metabolizable energy and 15.2 g/kg DM digestible protein was used. Improved nutrition increased lamb postweaning average daily weight gain up to puberty by 6 to 26 g/day and the conception rate to first estrus by 9 to 16% while it reduced the mortality rate by 24 to 31% and age at first lambing by 2 to 5 months. Lambs reached puberty (age at first estrus) at 16.9+/-0.1 kg (+/-SEM) or 60% of mature body weight and 350+/-12 days of age. The onset of puberty was advanced by weaning weight (P<0.05), itself being well correlated with birth weight (r = 0.51, P<0.001), and by level of nutrition (high=299+/-19, medium=301+/-18, low=383+/-23 and poor=454+/-31 days, P<0.001) through enhanced growth rate (r = -0.82, P<0.001). No independent effect of drenching for endoparasites on pubertal development was observed (P>0.05), but its interaction with season-of-birth improved the growth of lambs born during the period of short rains (P<0.05). Overall mean litter size at first lambing was 1.07; the twinning rate was 6.5% and the birth weight was 1.9+/-0.1 kg. Up to 13.4% of newborn lambs, averaging 1.3+/-0.6 kg, died on the day of parturition. The results indicate that improved growth rate and body weight, resulting from better postweaning nutrition, affects the attainment of puberty in Menz ewe lambs. Mitigation of nutrition stress and endoparasitic infection depending on season-of-birth would thus increase the annual reproductive rate of breeding ewes and flock productivity.